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STRONG GROWTH AHEAD
The Irish franchise industry 
is now poised for strong 
growth over the coming 
years according to David 
Killeen, chairman of the 
Irish Franchise Association.

With over 28,000 people now 
working in the Irish franchise 
sector on the island of Ireland, a 

strong sense of optimism prevails throughout 
the sector as it moves from a period of 
consolidation to a renewed period of growth 
as both business and consumer sentiment 
continues to gain momentum.

According to research carried out by 
Ipsos MRBI for AIB and the Irish Franchise 
Association,  some 24,350 of this 28,048 are 
working for franchised business in the Republic 
while the balance, 3,698, work for franchises 
in Northern Ireland. The survey also notes 
that these employees are engaged in the 
operations of 2,975 different franchise units 
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across a wide range of sectors ranging from 
retailing and food service right through to an 
interesting selection of business-to-business and 
business-to-consumer services.

With the upturn in the economy, many 
companies operating in the franchise sector 
are forecasting a strong growth in revenues this 
year. According to the research, 85% of those 
businesses that have established a network 
of franchisees are confidently forecasting an 
increase in revenue in their franchise network.  

This growth will also translate into additional 
employment, according to the survey’s 
respondents and some 59% of company-
owned franchise businesses expect staff 
numbers to increase by an average of 21% this 
year. This rises to around 24% for those with a 
network of franchisees.

Despite the recent economic downturn, 
franchising as a business model tends to be a 
lot more resilient and the failure-rate among 
franchisees is a lot less than in the more 
traditional standalone start-ups, according to 

David Killeen, chairman of the Irish Franchise 
Association and managing partner of Killeen 
& Associates Franchise Specialists. 

“Historically during a recession, franchise 
businesses tend to outperform other 
standalone businesses and have significantly 
lower levels of attrition during an economic 
downturn. A lot of this has to do with 
the fact that many successful franchise 
systems have a robust, proven, tried and 
tested business model and systems in place 
twinned with strong support structures 
and a recognisable brand along with a good 
track-record in delivering growth,” says 
Killeen.

The research, which was carried out 
between March and May 2015, surveyed 
35% of the members of the Irish 
Franchise Association who, between them, 
represented a strong mix of Irish and 
international franchise businesses. The 
survey is also the first focused business 
format franchise survey of its kind in Ireland, 
according to the Irish Franchise Association. 

According to Killeen,  under a business 
format franchise arrangement, the 
franchisor (concept developer) grants to 
the franchisee (investor) the right to run 
their business selling a product or range of 
products or services under the franchisor’s 
trademark, brand and business format. The 
franchisor trains the franchisee up in all 
aspects of how to run the business model. 
This includes a format for the conduct of 
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the business, a management system for its 
operation and a shared trade identity. Business 
format franchising is the most integrated 
model of franchising and is the franchise 
model most closely associated with many of 
the Irish and international franchise brands 
currently operating in Ireland.

According to the research, over 44% of 
those surveyed have been in business for in 
excess of 15 years, while another 15% have 
been trading for between 11 and 15 years. 
However, some 12% have been in business 
for between four and six years while 7% 
have been up and running for less than three 
years. Combined, this 19% indicates that one 
in five started their franchise business during 
the recession, lending further weight to the 
maxim that there is never a good or a bad 
time to start a business.

 “These figures serve to reinforce the 
resilience of the franchise model and perhaps 
underline the entrepreneurial spirit of Irish 
people in difficult times,” adds Killeen.

“Franchising as a business strategy is a great 
way of growing your business, provided that 
you have the right systems in place and the 
business model is financially proven. Over the 
past number of years Irish entrepreneurs have 
been looking to business format franchising 
as a way of growing their business both 
domestically and internationally and they have 
become very good at it.  Over the recent 

Historically during a recession, franchise 
businesses tend to outperform other standalone 
businesses and have significantly lower levels of 
attrition during an economic downturn.
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existing business it’s not a one-hat-fits-all 
strategy. Prospective franchisors should seek 
proper legal, financial and specialist franchise 
advice and make sure they understand the 
onerous obligations and the complexities  
of developing and successfully implementing 
a best practice franchise model. Successful 
franchising isn’t as simple as many people 
may think. It might be simple to replicate the 
business model but to correctly construct, 
implement and successfully manage a 
network of independent franchisees, if not 
done to best practice, can be very difficult,” 
he says.

“A good franchisor, through its recruitment 
process, will always ensure there is clarity 
around the expectations of both parties 
from an operational and from a financial 
performance perspective. The prospective 
franchisee may need to be able to commit 
to the business on a full time basis or have 
the necessary resources, both financial and 
personnel, available to make the franchised 
business successful,” according to Killeen.

For anyone looking at buying a franchise he 
says they should seek specialist advice and 
conduct their own due diligence on the 
franchisor and the franchise concept well in 
advance of making any decision.

“Franchisees should also be passionate about 
the franchise brand they pursue. They need 
to be able to get on with the franchisor 
as a collaborative working relationship 
between the two parties is a prerequisite 
for success. It’s also important that the 
prospective franchisee clearly understands 
the principles of franchising and that they 
should be prepared to adhere to all the 
terms, conditions, policies and procedures 
that come with franchising if they want to 
make a success of it,” he concludes.  
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past it has been difficult to get international 
franchisors interested in Ireland but thankfully 
that is now beginning to change,” says Killeen. 
“By extension we expect to see more 
international franchisors re-entering the 
Irish market as the economic revival gains 
momentum,” he adds.

Not surprisingly, given the proliferation of 
fast-food and casual dining outlets that have 
sprung up in towns and cities around Ireland 
in recent years, the research shows that 41% 
of those franchise business systems surveyed 
operate in the food, drink and catering sector, 
making it the largest sector by far. 

“The traditional view of franchising has always 
been one of food service but over the last 
10 years there has been an explosion in the 
number of business-to-business and business-
to consumer franchise offerings available,” says 
Killeen.

“This is particularly noticeable in sectors like 
home-care, accountancy and taxation, courier 
services, cleaning services, education, signage, 
printing, web-development, business-coaching 
and computer services. Other growing 
sectors include pet care, personal grooming, 
automotive, as well as health and fitness 
franchises,” he adds.

While franchising is becoming increasingly 
popular among aspiring entrepreneurs looking 
to grow their business, he cautions that it may 
not be for everyone.

 “While it is a great way of growing an  
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AIB is supporting the 
thriving Irish franchise 
industry as it prepares for 
its next phase of growth 
and expansion.

As the Irish economy continues 
to improve and the level of 
entrepreneurial activity continues 

to gather momentum, the outlook for the 
Irish franchising sector is bright, according to 
research carried out by Ipsos MRBI on behalf 
of AIB and the Irish Franchise Association.

 “As the leading bank for the SME sector in 
Ireland,* AIB has been involved in servicing  
the Irish franchise industry for a long 
time. With this AIB Outlook report and 
the research that was carried out on the 
sector,  AIB is reaffirming its commitment to 
supporting existing franchise customers and 
the wider sector by continuing to develop 
expertise and insights into its requirements. 
From the industry’s point of view, this survey is 
both timely and informative as it sheds some 
light on the make-up of the sector and its 
investment priorities over the coming years,” 
says Alan Makim, Sector Specialist, AIB  
Business Banking.

 “The research shows that there is a high level 
of optimism within the sector with 90% of 
those surveyed anticipating an improvement in 
their businesses within three years with 37% 
indicating that it would be sooner and within 
the next 12 months.

“The optimism within the sector is also 
evident from the number of businesses that 
intend to increase their workforce this year. 
The sector is already a substantial employer 
and looking to grow further with the majority 
of franchises set to boost their workforces this 
year,” he adds.

The positive outlook is also reflected by the 
investment initiatives the Irish franchise sector 
has planned and almost all of the survey’s 
respondents indicated that they will be 
investing in a range of different initiatives over 
the next three years.

“Franchisors are clearly ready to invest in the 
growth of their businesses, with 98% of survey 
respondents planning on expanding their 
existing franchise network or recruiting new 
franchisees,” says Alan. 

“Franchisors are also keen to invest in the 
competiveness of their existing operations 
with the majority of respondents planning 
to introduce new technologies to drive 
operational efficiencies. The expansion of 
existing service offerings and a need to invest in 
online and social media also figured large in the 
investment priorities of the sector,” he adds. 

While the recurring fees that a franchisor 
generates from its franchisees is an integral 
and important part of its overall revenue, it is 
also clear from the research that bank finance 
will also be required by many franchisors as 
they continue to expand and invest in their 
businesses. Over half, or 59%, of the businesses 
surveyed indicated that the planned investment 
would come from reinvesting the fees that flow 
from existing franchisees while 54% said they 
would seek bank funding. 

 “AIB has a broad range of sectoral expertise 
and understanding of the needs of SMEs, 
including those involved in franchising. The bank 
offers a suite of products and services that will 
support not only established franchisors and 
franchisees, but also new business start-ups. 
For franchisors, and indeed franchisees, starting 
a business with the backing of an established 
franchise brand and the support network that 
comes from joining a strong franchise system, 
typically represents a lower risk opportunity to 
starting your own business,” he adds.

According to the research, the diverse 
nature of the sector means that the planned 

investment levels vary from business to business 
but 47% of the respondents indicated that 
they would require less than €100,000 while 
some 32% of the respondents, predominantly 
operating in the retail food and drink business, 
indicated that an investment in excess of 
€250,000 is likely to be required.

 “Overall, the research shows there is a demand 
to invest, now that both business and consumer 
confidence have increased. It’s also interesting 
to note that the research highlights a number 
of opportunities for the sector. While obviously 
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attracting new customers and increasing 
demand for their products and services is a 
major opportunity, 20% of the respondents 
are hopeful of expanding nationally while 17% 
are looking to expand overseas. While most 
franchisors will continue to focus on Ireland for 
their growth opportunities, it’s also good to see 
that international expansion is on the cards for 
some of them,” he concludes.

*  Main current account provider. Source: SME Annual 
Financial Services Monitor Research for 2015.
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CASE STUDIES Two AIB customers who have developed successful 
businesses through franchising, share their experiences.
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As one of Ireland’s leading 
parcel delivery companies, 
Fastway has nine regional 
franchisees and over 
350 courier franchisees 
throughout the island of 
Ireland.  

Originally founded in 
Australia 35 years ago, the 
Fastway franchise system 

was introduced to the Irish market back in 
2001 by Gerry Riordan and his business 
partner Andy Hennessy. 

As a former franchisee with McDonald’s, 
Gerry Riordan saw potential in franchising as a 
means of growing a business. 

“The idea of regional and local courier 
franchisees owning their own business 

was very attractive and every one of our 
franchisees are highly motivated and many 
have been with us since the early days,” he 
says. “Unlike many other franchise models, 
when you buy into the Fastway system, you 
are buying into it for life,” he says.

Operating mainly in the business-to-business 
parcel delivery sector, Fastway has also 
extended its reach into the business-to-
consumer sector by servicing the fulfilment of 
orders from a number of high profile online 
retailers. In addition its Parcel Connect service 
offers a parcel collection and delivery service 
for customers using over 1,000 retailers 
around the country.

Although Fastway has a low churn rate  
among franchisees, the recruitment of new 
franchisees is done through a range of 
different channels including its own website, 

third party franchise websites, trade shows and 
word-of-mouth.

“With a huge geographical network, we are 
always on the look-out for new franchisees. 
Fastway can offer new franchisees a respected 
recognisable international brand, training 
and continual support in every aspect of 
the business like logistics, marketing and 
administration as well as an immediate 
customer base,” says Riordan.

The company has been a customer of  
AIB since the franchise was first introduced  
to Ireland 15 years ago. “For us one of the 
most important things is that the bank 
understands the nature of our business 
and it has always been very supportive and 
approachable. If we ever have an issue, all we 
have to do is lift the phone and we get an 
instant response,” he concludes.

With a turnover in excess 
of €50m, Eddie Rockets 
is one of the largest and 
most successful franchise 
businesses in Ireland. Set 
up 26 years ago by Niall 
Fortune, the group now 
has 42 different outlets, 
including 35 Eddie Rocket’s 
diners, four Rocket’s fast-

casual outlets and three restaurants operating 
under The Counter brand, a mid-market 
casual dining concept,  which is franchised 
from the US parent company. Eighteen of the 
outlets are company-owned while the rest are 
owned by individual franchisees.

 “We’ve been in business for 26 years and 
involved in franchising around 23 years. 
Franchising has been a great way of expanding 
the business and I don’t think we could have 
achieved the scale we have today without 
franchising it,” says Niall Fortune.

An AIB customer for the last 25 years, he 
says the bank has been very supportive of 
the company’s growth and expansion. “We’ve 
been dealing with AIB for a long time and have 

always found them very amenable and we are 
fortunate that we’ve had a good relationship 
down through the years.”

The group’s biggest expansion to date, is  
its tie-up with Topaz, Ireland’s largest  
forecourt and retail convenience brand,  
which has over 425 forecourt stations  
around the country. As part of the deal 
Topaz has an area development licence for 
Rocket’s in Galway, Limerick, Cork as well 
as its motorway forecourts. “It’s a significant 
development for us and we see it as the 
coming together of two really strong Irish 
brands,” he says.

The group has also been successful in 
franchising its business into Northern Ireland, 
Spain and it is also looking at Germany. By 
2018, he hopes to have up to 100 restaurants 
across Europe. 

While having a strong brand is vitally 
important for the success of the business, 
success can also be determined by the 
franchisee, says Fortune.

 “A good franchisee needs to be a strong 

team player who understands the business 
and is prepared to put the time and effort in 
to make it work. They must also have a shared 
vision for the future of the brand,” he says.

One such franchisee is Karl Donohue, who 
together with his daughter Edith, run the 
successful Eddie Rocket’s in Dundrum Town 
Centre as well as a second outlet in Terenure. 
The 6,000 sq. ft. Eddie Rocket’s in Dundrum 
is the largest outlet in the group’s 35-strong 
chain and employs 50 staff.

“Franchising has worked very well for us 
because it means we are not really in business 
on our own,” says Karl Donohue.

“Apart from the fact that we have a strong 
brand with a proven business model, being  
a franchisee gives us access to all the 
necessary back-up systems and support 
needed to run the business from things 
like purchasing, distribution, technology, 
quality assurance and the general sharing of 
information. These are things you don’t get 
when starting a more traditional business. But 
like any business, you only get out of it what 
you actually put into it,” he says.
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